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INTRODUCTION


In one sense, only the exercise of the most sensitive historical imagination will let us follow in the footsteps of Churchill, for the social and political paths he walked have vanished almost as if they had never been. To a very great extent this had already happened during his lifetime: in 1930 he wrote that ‘the character of society, the foundations of politics, the methods of war, the outlook of youth, the scale of values, are all changed, and changed to an extent I should not have believed possible in so short a space without any violent domestic revolution’.1 The process he described continued for the rest of his life, the only constant being that the domestic power of the state relentlessly increased, almost as if to compensate for the rapid shrinking of the international space occupied by Great Britain. Winston was born to a class and a nation alike confident in their right to rule. But before he died the great aristocratic dynasties had become the museum curators of their heritage, while in the House of Commons rhetoric echoed, almost nostalgically, in the void of diminishing ability to influence world events. As he once observed, ‘when nations are strong they are not always just, and when they wish to be just they are no longer strong’.2

And yet it is remarkable that if the cultural landscape has been so profoundly transformed, the physical surroundings Churchill would have remembered have changed far less. His birthplace, Blenheim Palace, still sends its glare of cold command across the landscape; his London apartment in Morpeth Mansions sits comfortably in the shadow of Westminster Cathedral; one can almost catch the whiff of his cigar in the Pinafore Room at the Savoy, and his presence at his beloved Chartwell is somehow palpable. The young man who charged the Dervishes at Omdurman in 1898 or the youthful Home Secretary who characteristically turned up to watch Scots Guardsmen supporting the civil power at the ‘Siege of Sidney Street’ in 1911 may seem impossibly remote. But the senior statesman, painfully past his best but still a symbol of hard-won glory, was Prime Minister when I was at primary school. He died in 1965, when I was about to go up to Cambridge. Although I was anxious to grab my share of what were very evidently the swinging sixties (and could scarcely have conceived of ever becoming a professional historian), I knew then that his death marked the end of an era. I saw it in my parents’ faces. Although my mother had a good deal to put up with, like many of her generation she was not much given to tears: but I remember how Churchill’s death broke in even upon my family’s recognition that my father’s illness was his last. Churchill is buried behind the little church at Bladon, in the same plot as his parents and just outside the park walls of Blenheim. It struck me all those years ago, as I watched his funeral on television, that there was a fitting symmetry to birth and death: the soaring trajectory of a long life somehow confined within the narrow compass of a few Oxfordshire acres.

There was none of this sense of personal contact in my other two biographies, of Field Marshal Sir John French, commander of the British Expeditionary Force in 1914–15, and the great Duke of Wellington. And they were a good deal easier to write about. Although neither subject shirked controversy, it was always relatively easy to steer a consistent path and not to let my own view of the world influence what I wrote. It has been far harder with Winston. Indeed, the fact that I generally refer to him in these pages as Winston is indicative, for I would no more have routinely styled Wellington Arthur than I would have called French Johnny. And yet, despite the fact that there are already rafts of books about Winston, I felt irresistibly impelled to take him on. Over a busy career as a military historian I have written at length about both world wars, and most recently, in Tommy: The British Soldier on the Western Front, I examined the generation (of which Winston himself was part) that fought in the trenches. No study of British military policy in either war can be complete without Winston: neither can he be spared his share of responsibility for the fact that the warriors who returned home in 1918 did not find a land fit for heroes to live in. Indeed, his electoral defeat in 1945 was, at least in part, a demonstration that returning servicemen that year felt entitled to better treatment than that accorded to their fathers. So he stands like a rock, immovable and distinctive, in twentieth-century British military history: there is simply no way round him.

I cannot deny Winston’s extraordinary resonance for me personally. But in writing about him I am in the No Man’s Land of historiography, and am conscious that some of what follows will inevitably succeed in offending both supporters and critics. Yet this is a measure of the man. He was neither wholly good nor wholly bad, as completely right about as often as he was hopelessly wrong, and the occasional frail raft of quiet humility was swamped by his raging ego. And even when my head urges me in one direction, my heart pulls me in the other.

Visiting so many of the places that had played such a part in his own long life certainly coloured my view of the man. Churchill the politician was not simply the product of a frustrating childhood, but was powerfully influenced by Churchill the soldier. By the time he entered politics he had risked his life a dozen times, and had twice come close to winning the Victoria Cross, his country’s highest award for gallantry. Things like charging at Omdurman, escaping from a prisoner-of-war camp and having the plume snipped from his hat by a Boer bullet at Spion Kop left him with an abiding sense of destiny, and his experiences as a soldier and then as government minister responsible for the largest navy the world had ever seen were all part of the heady cocktail that he took to Downing Street in 1940.

This is not a full-dress biography that catalogues each twist and turn of a long life. It is instead an effort to illuminate the character of the man whom a BBC poll in 2002 established as the greatest Briton, and to show how that character (never bland, comfortable, evenly balanced or free from controversy) spun him from one crisis to another like a frenetic pinball, building up painful experiences and gaining hard-won wisdom until he was at last granted the opportunity to throw it all into battle against a monstrous evil. In a broadcast on 14 July 1940, after the fall of France, Winston declared ‘we are fighting by ourselves alone; but we are not fighting for ourselves alone’. So it proved. That year Britain could indeed have lost World War II, for had it capitulated (as logic might have urged) the issue would have been settled in favour of either Nazi or Soviet tyranny, without the USA being able to intervene. Unfortunately, being on the winning side, although manifestly better than the alternative, permitted the survival of a constellation of institutional weaknesses, restrictive practices and comforting illusions that bedevilled post-war recovery. None the less, Winston’s eloquence, courage and honour left a legacy of quiet pride to his people, and set an example to which so many of his successors have aspired ever since. Winston would earn greatness from this alone, and his courage in that blazing summer goes far to counteract his many faults.

My task is made all the harder by the fact that following in Winston’s footsteps involves being wary of the false trails he laid, as well as of the places where his tracks have been deliberately obscured by the enraged trampling of those upon whose toes he trod. Also, although he was central to his own time, that age may not have been particularly representative of the broader history of his nation. As far back as the fourteenth century, the French chronicler Jean Froissart commented that the English were hard to govern, being ‘of a haughty disposition, hot-tempered and quickly moved to anger … incapable by nature of joining in friendship or alliance with a foreign nation’. So might an embittered European civil servant write no less feelingly today. Four hundred years after Froissart, the pamphleteers who promulgated the American Revolution justified their action by denouncing the corruption, bawdiness and drunken violence of the British. It could be that the relatively well-mannered, self-regulating and deferential Britain of Winston’s lifetime was an historical aberration. Just as the separate identities of the Irish, Scots and Welsh have now surged up through the cracks in the imperial construct known as Great Britain, so also the English may have shrugged off the constraints of ambition and reverted to type, almost with a Falstaffian belch of relief.

We should not necessarily suppose that all Winston’s patrician sensibilities would have been offended by the rawness of contemporary British society, for the historian in him might well have noted some similarities with the reign of the first Elizabeth. This may seem strange to those who think of Winston’s era as one of cringing deference, unthinking patriotism and world-girdling arrogance, but there has always been an earthy, buccaneering streak in the British character, and it was strongly represented in him. There can be no doubt that his love of the British people and his own unbounded self-belief were virtually one and the same. They were the binoculars of his existence, and every word he wrote, every action he initiated can be seen clearly only when the two are focused together. Thus in 1963, in a message accepting the unprecedented honour of Honorary Citizenship of the USA, he rebuked those who believed the sacrifices of two world wars had permanently crippled Britain, affirming that: ‘Our past is the key to our future, which I firmly trust and believe will be no less fertile and glorious. Let no man underrate our energies, our potentialities and our abiding power for good.’

That robust, limitless view of the future has always sat ill with some of his countrymen, whose principal characteristics were identified in 1842 by Charles Dickens:‘There is a horrid respectability about the most of the best of them – a little, finite, systematic routine in them, strangely expressive to me of the state of England herself.’ Winston would have recognized some of those who snipe at his memory today as the spiritual descendants of those who helped create the moral climate for the appeasement of Hitler in the 1930s:


The worst difficulties from which we suffer do not come from without. They come from … a peculiar type of brainy people always found in our country, who, if they add something to its culture, take much from its strength. Our difficulties come from the mood of unwarrantable self-abasement into which we have been cast by a powerful section of our own intellectuals.3



The mind-set thus described has cast a long shadow. Martin Gilbert, Winston’s official biographer, comments that the prejudice of his Oxford tutors was such that, when he graduated in 1960, his awareness of Churchill’s enormous contribution to the public life of Britain in the early twentieth century was ‘not very far from nil’.4 The reasons for this deliberate neglect are not difficult to identify. Winston’s passionate belief that myths and legends are scarcely less important in a nation’s history than the provable facts was ludicrously ‘old-fashioned’ to academics who considered themselves progressive, and a towering statesman-scholar with no educational credentials was anathema to them. There was, however, something else at work. J.H. Plumb, a leading historian during my time at Cambridge, believed that ‘what gave Churchill his confidence, his courage, his burning faith in the rightness of his cause – his deep sense of the miraculous English past – has been lost. It no longer explains our role or our purpose.’5 But if history is perceived as an expression of national identity, as it was by Winston, then it will generally be written on a grand scale, and between one who treated it as a glorious epic and another seeking to redefine it in wholly objective terms there will be a difference more of animating intent than of mere methodology.

Plumb went on to declare: ‘In those fields where his work challenges comparison with professional history, Churchill remains, by the most generous assessment, a gifted amateur.’6 Winston was awarded the 1953 Nobel Prize for Literature, preceded by François Mauriac in 1952 and followed by Ernest Hemingway in 1954, and it really is as literature rather than as history that we should interpret his work. If his ranking as a serious historian is indeed in doubt, his immense stature as a story-teller on a par with Edward Gibbon and Thomas Macaulay is secure. Another critic acknowledged his link to Macaulay, with whom he shared ‘towering gifts of language’ as well as ‘obliquity and partiality’:


Both grind their axes with formidable certainty, both carry their points with breath-taking use of language, both speak vividly to the common reader. To neither does one look for balanced portrayal, to neither does one look for objectivity. One seeks instead, and finds, majestic English, wide-ranging vision, and a continuing and passionate belief in the greatness of their country.7



Although I opened by affirming that the paths walked by the historical Winston have vanished, the same cannot be said for his legacy, which remains very much in play. While much of the world seems content to accept that he was indeed a great man, albeit of and for his time, in Britain his reputation remains one of those issues that never quite seem to achieve closure. Part of the reason is that for all our apparent interest in history we appear to be remarkably unwilling to learn from it. The authors of the 1940 book Guilty Men, which denounced those responsible for British lack of military preparedness prior to the outbreak of war in 1939, had demanded unilateral disarmament in the 1930s and did so again 30 years later. One of them, Michael Foot, went on to become the leader of the Labour Party and then to support military action by a Conservative government in response to the invasion of the Falkland Islands, a British dependency, by a dictatorship. The British counterstroke succeeded only because recently announced cuts in defence spending had not yet been implemented. Rescued by the very armed forces it had been about to emasculate, the same government went on to wrap itself in the Churchillian mantle. It is not yet the task of a historian to judge the wisdom of Britain’s stance in the Iraq War of 2003, but it is significant that one of the Prime Minister, Tony Blair’s, leading political supporters explicitly compared him to Churchill, and that the same government is bent upon defence ‘restructuring’ as I write.

If the same short-term policies, and even in some cases the same people, still swilled around in British politics 50 years after he first warned against their evident folly, it is no wonder that Winston’s shade still tramps round the revolving treadmill of British national discourse. In addition, of course, his legacy is a standing rebuke to the envious levelling that has been such a feature of British society over the past 60 years. Ralph Waldo Emerson declared a foolish consistency to be the hobgoblin of small minds, but sadly it seems that greatness may be the real bugbear of those unable to aspire to it. The wish to lop the head off the tallest poppy is very pronounced in Britain, and is by no means limited to those who believe themselves to be progressive. The late Conservative MP and military historian Alan Clark was of the opinion that Britain should have avoided involvement, or negotiated a truce, in World War II. Therefore, he argued, the refusal to capitulate in 1940 was not Britain’s finest hour but the time when, misled by Winston, the nation ruined itself, a consummation devoutly wished for and partly engineered by the Americans.8 The words Shakespeare put in the mouth of thoroughly modern Cassius spring to mind:


Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world,
 Like a Colossus; and we petty men 
Walk under his huge legs, and peep about
 To find ourselves dishonourable graves.
Men at some time are masters of their fate:
The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,
 But in ourselves that we are underlings.9



Cassius was inciting Brutus to the murder of Julius Caesar, another eloquent egoist who, like Winston, not only played a leading role in the events of his time but also sought to assure his place in history by writing it. This is not unusual. I hope I may be forgiven for quoting, from my own Battlefields of the Second World War, a passage that could have been written about Winston or, for that matter, Caesar:


History is not really the tricks we play on the dead, but rather the uncovering of the tricks they played while alive. One has to steer between the Scylla of accepting an often carefully constructed mask and the Charybdis of tearing it down as though what lay behind it was the ‘real’ person. In life the two are inseparable and there are very few areas of human endeavour in which the talents of the actor or even the showman are not rewarded.10



As a stylist Winston drew deeply on Gibbon and Macaulay, but there is a strong case for seeing him as a Shakespearian character, in which a talented actor and a magnificently scripted role became one. A follower of Carl Jung might argue that Winston, as a man of intuition rather than rational calculation, was in closer contact than most with the collective unconscious. Both hypotheses have merit. Winston was not only his own scriptwriter but also played most of the supporting roles before assuming the lead. In Chapter Six I explore the moment when he subconsciously cast himself in the role of Moses for the period he himself revealingly described as the ‘Wilderness Years’. Although his most resonant words were tailored to the requirements of a particular audience at a very unusual time, the hold he still exerts over the imaginations and sentiments of people all over the world suggests he may have acquired the attributes of Jung’s Child archetype, with Adolf Hitler as the Shadow.

Whatever Winston’s iconic stature, many of his sayings retain practical topicality because they are crisp expressions of common sense. To go no further than the interminable debate about Britain’s place in Europe, the case for first putting one’s own house in order has never been better stated than by Winston, 60 years ago:


There is also a European duty and talk about our being good Europeans. The best way in which a British Member of Parliament or statesman can be a good European is to make sure that our country is safe and strong in the first instance. The rest may be added to you afterwards, but without that you are no kind of European. All you are is a source of embarrassment and weakness to the whole of the rest of the world.11



The sort of person capable of defacing his statue in Parliament Square because he was ‘an imperialist’ may never be able to navigate the contradiction in Winston’s belief that the Empire was the necessary support, against a hostile world, for the individual liberties enshrined in English Common Law. In The Story of the Malakand Field Force, his first book, he wrote of ‘Imperial Democracy’ and it would be as well to chew that concept carefully before spitting it out. In common with most of his contemporaries he used the word ‘race’, rather than today’s preferred and more accurate ‘culture’, until the rise of stridently racist Nazism forced a change in vocabulary. He then wrote of the English-speaking peoples, but failed to include the millions in Africa and Asia who spoke the language – because they did not, in his view, share the cultural values he espoused. He was wrong, and his views on race were broadly typical of someone of his class and education, but he did more than any other man to combat Social Darwinism, the belief widespread in the first half of the twentieth century that nations are the expression of genetic values, and great nations the product of a specific set of (mainly military) virtues associated with genetic purity.

The accusation of racism is often accompanied by selective misquotation from a speech Winston made in 1931, in which he declared it ‘alarming and also nauseating to see Mr Gandhi, a seditious Middle Temple lawyer, now posing as a fakir of a type well known in the east, striding half-naked up the steps of the viceregal palace, while he is still organizing and conducting a defiant campaign of civil disobedience, to parley on equal terms with the representative of the king-emperor’.12 Gandhi attended the Inner, not the Middle, Temple and he successfully skewered British imperialists on their own Common Law. Think for a moment what his fate would have been at the hands of the French, Germans or Japanese, and the power for decency in the tradition he invoked at once becomes apparent. Winston was not alone in believing Gandhi a clever barrister first and a Hindu mystic some way second, and dislike of politically ambitious lawyers, even if dark-skinned, cannot be branded necessarily racist without, to use a phrase Winston employed in another context, some risk of terminological inexactitude.13

The population of a few small offshore islands could only exercise authority over many millions as long as their own confidence in their right to rule remained firm, and was not seriously challenged by those they governed. Winston believed the maintenance of that confidence was paramount, whereas wiser men realized the crucial factor was its acceptance by the subject peoples. Once that acceptance was gone, then the Empire was moribund and an orderly retreat was imperative. When Winston spoke against relaxing imperial supremacy over India (which then included the separate modern nations of Pakistan and Bangladesh) he declared it was only kept united by British rule, which proved to be true. He was dismissive of Hindu polytheism, less so of the brand of warrior Islam he had encountered on the North-West Frontier and in the Sudan, and believed neither provided the basis for benevolent governance. There is no denying that he mouthed the clichés of progressive eugenics when he was young, that he regarded native peoples as inferior, or that he appealed to racial prejudice in his speeches against Indian self-government. But there is equally no doubt that his opposition was based on a correct estimation that an independent Gandhian India would not support Britain in any future war. Some argue that his views on India detract from his later incarnation as the standard-bearer of freedom; but it is illogical to praise him for seeking to put some backbone into British foreign policy in the 1930s while condemning his efforts to retain India, a vital source of economic and military strength, which indeed proved so valuable in 1939–45 when it raised – let it never be forgotten – the largest all-volunteer army in history.

Oddly, Hitler’s pot-calling-the-kettle-black accusation that Winston was a warmonger has recently been revived, mainly by those who wish first to define Britain in Europe, and then to define Europe in opposition to the USA. Those who tried this while he was alive expensively discovered it was libellous. And although he was fascinated by the drama of war and felt energized by being involved in it, he was repelled by its realities. ‘Much as war attracts me & fascinates my mind with its tremendous situation’, he wrote from Germany in 1909, ‘I feel more deeply every year … what vile and wicked folly and barbarism it all is.’14 Half a century later he coined the phrase ‘to jaw-jaw is better than to war-war’.15 Winston loved wearing uniforms, but apart from that foible he was the antithesis of a militarist.

Winston was elitist but, despite outraged grumbling when the vote went against him, he believed he should either win over the electorate or adapt to its will: this is not something that those who count themselves among the intellectually chosen are always so willing to respect. He was sexist, in that he believed men and women were different in outlook and abilities and that leadership was properly the preserve of men. But I suspect his reaction to Golda Meir, Indira Gandhi and Margaret Thatcher would have been a wry chuckle followed, perhaps, by a reference to Joan of Arc and Elizabeth Tudor. He had many prejudices, but was no bigot. Despite Winston’s admiration for the political principles of the English Revolution (he strove as unsuccessfully as unwisely to have a warship named for Oliver Cromwell), he disliked the Puritans, and his romantic monarchism made him an object of ridicule when he cast himself in the role of ‘King’s man’ in the abdication crisis of 1936. Like most of his class he could not have cared less about people’s sexual proclivities so long as they did not intrude into the public arena. His stance to the contrary in the case of Edward VIII was not solely an expression of personal loyalty: he was seeking an issue, any issue, with which to unsettle the Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin. In 1947, when asked to join a tribute to mark Baldwin’s eightieth birthday, Winston said he could not. With a vindictiveness not usually associated with him, he told the organizers of the tribute that ‘it would have been better for our country if he [Baldwin] had never lived’.16

As to the oft-repeated charge of drunkenness, Winston may indeed have had a genetic predisposition to alcoholism, but he was ‘brought up and trained to have the utmost contempt for people who got drunk – except on a very few occasions and a few anniversaries’.17 As a result, and sadly unlike his son Randolph and daughters Diana and Sarah, he never surrendered to it. He required a steady but seldom excessive intake (which today we might term ‘maintenance drinking’) to feel fully functional, although it probably also contributed to those recurrent episodes of depression he called the ‘black dog’. In hospital in New York after being hit by a car in 1931, when America was still Prohibition-bound, he convinced a physician to write a prescription affirming that his health ‘necessitates the use of alcoholic spirits especially at mealtimes’, specifying a minimum of 250cc per day.18 He told the Liberal politician Lady Violet Bonham Carter that he could remember no time when he ‘could not order a bottle of champagne for myself and offer another to a friend’.19 But his wartime Cabinet colleague, the newspaper magnate Lord Beaverbrook, was right to observe that: ‘He exaggerated his drinking habits by his own remarks in praise of wine and brandy.’20 In old age Winston declared that he had taken more out of alcohol than it had taken from him, and given what is now known about the interplay of willpower, social standards and biochemistry in alcoholism this seems a fair assessment.

Above all else Winston was a patriot, not a nationalist, a crucial distinction best illustrated by contrasting his view of Britain as the ever-changing expression of its inhabitants with Charles de Gaulle’s vision of a sacred, eternal France that could not be itself without greatness, so that if ‘mediocrity shows in her acts and deeds, it strikes me as an absurd anomaly, to be imputed to the faults of the French, not to the genius of the land’.21 Winston’s words were never appeals to live up to an ideal of a nation superior to the interests and concerns of its people. He never believed his countrymen were not worthy of him, and his speeches during the war years were addressed to what he believed were the eternal strengths and personal values of the British people.

Finally, if he can rightly be faulted for returning to office in 1951–5 when he was no longer physically or mentally fit for the job, it was also an expression of a general mood of national sentimentality and, perhaps, of atonement for having voted him out in 1945. The blame must attach more firmly to the Conservative Party, which for much of his career regarded him as an interloper, for exploiting that mood and for failing to force an earlier retirement. Like most great leaders Winston was a monumental egoist, and if people continued to indulge him he saw no reason to make them stop. He knew that he was declining, and admitted: ‘In the midst of the war I could always see how to do it. Today’s problems are elusive and intangible.’22 But he did not believe in an afterlife, and thought that only involvement in the affairs of state could sustain his waning vitality. He was at one with Dylan Thomas about growing old ungracefully:


Do not go gentle into that good night,
 Old age should burn and rave at close of day; 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.



Yet beyond the accusations made by those who attack Winston more as a symbol of some current preoccupation than as an historical figure, there is a case for the prosecution that cannot be easily dismissed. By far the most serious charge relates to his share of the collective responsibility that weighs on the Liberal government of 1914 for committing the small British army to a land war among continental giants. Aggravating circumstances include persisting in voluntary recruitment until early 1916, long after it had become apparent that only conscription could provide the necessary manpower, and moral cowardice for not accepting that the ensuing bloodbath was the result more of political than of military failure. No member of the Asquith government could claim ignorance as an excuse, least of all Winston, who knew the tactical pendulum had swung to the defensive and who in 1911, when Home Secretary, had circulated a memorandum (which had little to do with his departmental responsibilities, but was triggered by that summer’s Agadir crisis) that accurately predicted the German army would march into France through Belgium in a wide flanking sweep that would be stopped and reversed on the fortieth day. This proved to be only a slight overestimate: Germany declared war on France on 3 August 1914, and the battle of the Marne was fought on 6–10 September.

Next in importance is his more individual responsibility for problems created by the post-war settlement and, as Chancellor of the Exchequer between 1925 and 1929, for economic policies that not only increased social tensions but left successor governments without the means to initiate the rapid military build-up he began to demand almost as soon as he was out of power. It is mitigation, but no defence, to argue that he took the advice of the leading figures in the field. He was one of the few British politicians who had the force of personality to jolt the Civil Service out of its rut, and when he did not do so it was because he concurred with the establishment. My own preoccupation with the sufferings of my grandfather’s generation has unquestionably blurred my objectivity, but I believe the period 1914–29 to be one of compound betrayal of the British by their political leadership. Winston held high office for much of this time and consequently bears a heavy responsibility, but no politician or party emerges with much credit. Robert Rhodes James entitled his 1970 biography Churchill: A Study in Failure, 1900–1939, a verdict generally shared by later biographers. But which of his contemporaries can be judged wholly successful?

Winston considered the period 1929–39, when he was in his late fifties and early sixties, to be his years in the wilderness. But to what promised land would he have led his people had they chosen to follow him? In fact his opponents were more right than he was about most things, but like the hedgehog of the fable he knew one big thing, which turned out in the end to be the one that really mattered. I regard this period as being the moment when the character formed in a long and active life expressed itself as a commitment, above all, to a very British concept of proper behaviour. This point is not generally stressed in the books written about him by his countrymen. Happily, American authors are not so inhibited, and one of them has written the clearest expression of the central meaning of Winston’s life: he passionately believed in decency, and that British influence in the world tended to promote it. Therefore compromise with Nazi Germany was impossible: what justification was there for the Empire and British power, if not to fight against Hitler and all he stood for?23

When very old and depressed, Winston lamented his inability to maintain the Empire and Britain’s status as a great power. Those who call this failure ought, perhaps, to propose alternative policies that might have prevented the relative decline of British authority in a much enlarged world. The British Empire was the product of an unrepeatable combination of historical factors, and far from it being the case that Winston mortgaged Britain’s future to wage World War II, in fact he spent a windfall inheritance to assure a future for values the civilized world regards as eternal.

State funerals have only been granted to seven men who were not members of the royal family: William Pitt the Elder in 1778, Lord Nelson and William Pitt the Younger in 1806, the Duke of Wellington in 1852, William Ewart Gladstone in 1898, Field Marshal Lord Roberts in 1914 and Sir Winston Churchill in 1965.24 Wellington shares with Winston’s great ancestor the Duke of Marlborough the distinction of having led mighty allied armies to victory; but not even the younger Pitt bears comparison with Winston as the inspirer of a great coalition of peoples. I had thought to close this introduction on a personal note, recalling my feelings when I watched Winston’s funeral on television more than half a lifetime ago, with the London dockers, for so long his dogged political opponents, dipping their cranes in tribute as his coffin passed. But I cannot hope to improve on the words written by the Hungarian-American John Lukacs in his elegiac memoir of a cold, quiet and solemn day in London, 30 January 1965:


He loved life very much; and he made life possible for many of us because he had a very old, and very strong, belief in the possibilities of human decency and of human greatness. … In the long and slow and sad music of humanity he once sounded an English and noble note which some of us were blessed to receive and to remember.25












CHAPTER ONE

FATHER TO THE MAN 1874–1895


There is an almost unsettling similarity between a photograph of Winston when he was seven years old and Yousuf Karsh’s famous portrait of him taken in Canada on the last day of 1941, 60 years later. There he is, hand on hip, head thrust slightly forward and eyes challenging the camera. The main difference between the two is that the boy appears even more imperious than the statesman, who was outraged because Karsh had snatched the cigar from his lips just before snapping the shutter. The actions of historical figures are often attributed to adult motivation, but deeper answers are to be found in their inherited nature and earliest nurture. The ‘wild words’ of the Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins are a sober fact – the child is the father to the man.

A mismatch between Winston’s infant needs and the love and attention he received from his parents coloured the whole of his existence, but it has been too readily accepted that the imbalance was on the supply side. On the contrary, it is clear that his emotional demands were unlimited. Answering the question as to why people so often put up with his monumental egocentricity and forgave or even loved him for his lack of consideration, the distinguished psychiatrist Anthony Storr observed ‘it is often true that men who demand and need a great deal of attention from others are manifesting a kind of childish helplessness which evokes an appropriate response, however difficult they may be’.1 Almost all who knew Winston well or worked closely with him commented, fondly or in exasperation, about his eternal boyishness. His was not the calculating seducer’s charm but rather the beguiling appeal of a child, expecting affectionate compliance as though by right. He once said that all babies looked like him, but a truer statement might have been that all babies would wish to have lives like his: usually at the centre of a doting coterie, wishes anticipated and whims applauded. Life soon disabuses most children of this ambition, but some enter adulthood so convinced of their importance that they seldom have difficulty in persuading others to concur. This description fits Winston’s adult personality too well to accept at face value his self-portrayal as the lonely child of distant and uncaring parents: it was far, far more complicated than that.

The ‘poor little Winston’ version of his childhood dates from 1930, when he published My Early Life. He was out of office following the 1929 general election in which the Labour Party, a powerful portent for the future but at that time little more than a vehicle for the social aspirations and economic grievances of the lower middle and industrial working classes, became the largest contingent in the House of Commons. It was also the first election since the 1928 Equal Franchise Act, which gave women the same voting rights as men. Winston was well aware that his career, launched with all the advantages of aristocratic birth and the benevolence of powerful men towards the son of a famously attractive mother, outraged the sensibilities of a newly enfranchised generation. A change of image was also advisable to overcome memories of his period as Home Secretary in 1910–11, when he was the particular target of suffragette hostility and was widely believed to have used troops against strikers in the Welsh town of Tonypandy. What better way than to reinvent himself as one who had triumphed over childhood adversity, while appealing to the maternal instinct?2

Even hostile biographers have accepted the spin put on his formative years by a man who cheerfully – and often – boasted that history would be kind to him because he intended to write it himself. He was more subtle than he is usually portrayed, more so even than the brilliantly devious President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (hereafter FDR), whose fondness for his great contemporary was tinged with the wariness of a master manipulator who knew that he himself was being played. FDR never let anyone know what he was thinking (his formidable wife declared that he did not think, he decided), whereas Winston appeared to reveal all in an avalanche of written and spoken argument, provoking others to show their hands while reserving his own final position. FDR found the technique extremely irritating. It gave rise to the celebrated incident when the polio-disabled President wheeled himself into his guest’s room to find him stark naked. ‘You see, Mr President’, lisped the elderly cherub, ‘I have nothing to hide from you.’3 One suspects he had used the line before, probably after some domestic dispute with his wife Clementine; but how could anyone fail to be disarmed by it?

To the end of his days Winston retained the characteristics not of a deprived child, but of one excessively indulged; among these characteristics was a stubborn determination to have his own way, which, coupled with boyish enthusiasm, unfeigned kindness and an impish sense of humour, enabled him to ride out storms that would have sunk a less self-confident man. General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Allied Commander in Europe in 1944–5 and later President of the USA, recalled in his memoirs how ‘if [Winston] accepted a decision unwillingly he would return again and again to the attack in an effort to have his own way, up to the very moment of execution. But once action was started he had a faculty for forgetting everything in his desire to get ahead, and invariably tried to provide British support in a greater degree than promised.’4 So might his mother have written of many trials of will with her son, preserved for us in the reams of always frank and affectionate correspondence between them.

Winston may well have been conceived on his young parents’ wedding night. Lord Randolph Spencer-Churchill (hereafter Lord Randolph to avoid confusion with Winston’s son of the same name) was 25 and his wife Jeanette (née Jerome), known as Jennie, 20 when they were married at the British Embassy in Paris on 15 April 1874, and Winston was born seven and a half months later at Blenheim Palace, the country estate of his grandfather, the Duke of Marlborough. He was supposed to be born at his parents’ home in London and nothing had been prepared at Blenheim for his birth, brought on when Jennie fell while accompanying the guns of a shooting party, followed by a rough ride in a pony carriage. Even this accident shed stardust on the newborn, for Blenheim remains one of the grandest of all British stately homes. Built to rival the magnificent Versailles residence of the ‘Sun-King’ Louis XIV, whose hopes for European hegemony were checked by John Churchill, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, at the battle of Blenheim in 1704, the palace was built within the Royal Manor of Woodstock, birthplace of Richard the Lionheart and of Edward the Black Prince, and where the home of Geoffrey Chaucer, the father of English literature, still stands. Blenheim no more brooked argument than did a company of British grenadiers, and, as Simon Jenkins has put it so well, ‘was primarily intended not as a home but as a monument, symbol of British pride …’.5 It is the towering triumph of English Baroque, and the vision of its main front demands a sound-track to match, perhaps Henry Purcell’s Abdelazar played very loudly indeed. Winston drew much of his sense of destiny from the potent aura of his fortuitous birthplace.

Before considering the environmental factors that shaped the infant Winston, we must look at the genetic endowment he brought to the equation. There can be little doubt that he was born with a predisposition to alcoholism, which is often associated with the sort of personality that finds fulfilment in story-telling. Another characteristic is a sense of apartness or insecurity that alcohol seems to resolve – while most people drink to enhance mood, some do so in order to feel what they believe to be ‘normal’. The relationship between genetic endowment, personality and behaviour is complex and remains vigorously debated. None the less the vital importance attached to alcohol by the adult Winston deserves more than the anecdotal treatment it has been given, and the possible application to his character of conventional wisdom about the genetic component in substance dependency cannot be wholly dismissed. He also exhibited some symptoms of the neurological condition known as Asperger’s Syndrome, in particular a pronounced lack of empathy, an apparent inability to read body language that could translate into rudeness, a preference for monologues over conversation, skin sensitivity expressed as a physiological need for silk undergarments, disorientation when his routine was disturbed, and an unusual intensity of determination to complete tasks, to the point that ‘unfinished business’ could prey on his mind to an obsessive degree.

Nor should we underestimate the crucial significance of the fact that he was the first fruit of a genuinely grand passion between two talented young people, who were themselves their parents’ favourite children, and that for his first six years he was their only child. After meeting Jennie at a reception for the future Tsar Alexander III on board HMS Ariadne, the guard ship of the Cowes Regatta of August 1873, Lord Randolph fell in love with about as much thought for the consequences as Romeo upon meeting Juliet. He proposed and was accepted on their third meeting, but was then called away and obliged to continue his wooing by letters filled with the yearning of the hopelessly smitten:


my rooms and my things and my occupations here which I used to take such interest in are quite hateful to me now, all I can do is keep reading your letter and looking at your photographs and thinking thinking till I get quite stupid. I do not think dearest you have any idea of how much I love you, or what sacrifices I would not make to call you my own. My whole life and energies should be devoted to making you happy and protecting you from harm or wrong. Life should be to you one long summer day.6



Jennie replied as one would expect of a young woman sure of her worth, and as an American anxious that her future husband should not think her overly impressed by his family – which of course she was. Thus, while unattributably leaking news of the engagement to the Court Journal, in her first full letter to Lord Randolph, written in her usual breathless style and with her no less characteristic blithe indifference to internal coherence, she made a pre-emptive strike on any thought she might be marrying ‘up’:


Believe me, I consider you as free as if nothing had ever passed between us – and as I told you last night if your father and mother object in the least to our marriage – why cross them? Is it not much wiser to end it all before it is too late? … I cannot tell you how deeply hurt I am at the insinuation you gave me – as to your having heard something against my father – I was unable to answer you or defend him – as you did not choose to confide in me – All I can say is that I love, admire and respect my father more than any man living. … I wonder if you are very angry with this letter? – or will you not care? Forgive me – I really cannot break quite yet – for I feel I love you more than anything or person on earth – and that I am ready to do or say anything you like as long as you leave my family alone and not abuse it.7



The 7th Duke, Lord Randolph’s father, was the first of the dynasty since its founder to play a significant role in public affairs. His Duchess was the daughter of the Marquess of Londonderry and great-niece of Lord Castlereagh, one of the greatest political figures of his generation. They were on poisonous terms with their erratic elder son George, Marquess of Blandford, and so all their hopes were invested in Lord Randolph, his younger brother. However, the Duke gave Lord Randolph only a modest marriage settlement of £1100 per annum (income only), thereby keeping the purse strings fastened tightly around his son’s spirited neck.

Jennie was the favourite daughter of four born to the union of Leonard Jerome, himself the adored youngest of a large upstate New York farming family, and Clara (née Hall), an orphaned heiress. Leonard quickly made a fortune on the New York Stock Exchange, something he had to do several times thanks to spending and losing money faster than he made it. He entertained extravagantly, raced horses and yachts, and indulged a taste for music and female opera singers in a private theatre. Clara preferred to live in Paris, Leonard in New York, but after Jennie informed her father of her lightning romance he reminded her that his marriage to her mother had also been a love match. Lord Randolph obviously adored her, Leonard reasoned, because:‘You are no heiress and it must have taken heaps of love to overcome an Englishman’s prejudice against “those horrid Americans”.’8 Unusually, Leonard insisted on dividing Jennie’s dowry (£50,000 in irrevocable trusts, producing an income of £2000 per annum) equally between the bride and groom. In today’s money, the two marriage settlements produced an annual income in excess of £150,000 – a great deal to us, but a pittance by the standards of their social set. Jennie was not the rich and empty-headed girl who traipses through some of the literature. She had exquisite taste, edited the short-lived literary magazine The Anglo-Saxon Review, and produced a play. As Winston candidly told her, they both liked the finer things in life and knew where to find them, even if they were uncertain whence the money would come to pay for them. One thing, however, shines clearly through their correspondence: a love which Jennie felt was unstinted, but which for Winston was never quite enough.

If the tale of parental distance Winston told in My Early Life is combined with a reading of his parents’ letters to each other, the picture that emerges is one of superficially fond or narcissistic rather than indifferent parenting. Among the earliest references to him is one by Lord Randolph in a letter to Jennie in June 1876, when they were feverishly corresponding about a quarrel with the Prince of Wales which led to their being dropped by London society. ‘I don’t like this house without you it is awfully dull,’ he wrote. ‘The baby is very well. He came in to see me this afternoon and carried off the paper basket in triumph.’9 When he and Jennie first fell in love, he wrote about his pug puppy in much the same terms. Perhaps of no less importance for Winston’s development was that not long afterwards, to avoid humiliation for his son and daughter-in-law and to prevent a permanent breach with the Prince of Wales, the Duke of Marlborough accepted the office of Lord Lieutenant (essentially Viceroy) of Ireland, a post he had previously refused, and took his furious son with him as Private Secretary.

This period of exile meant that although, like all society couples, Winston’s parents were not involved with the physical side of rearing their son, he probably saw more of them during the family’s Irish sojourn in 1877–80, the time of his earliest memory, than he would have done had they spun through the social whirl of London. Winston recalled the period in a passage of great intensity, immediately preceding his more famous description of Jennie as ‘a fairy princess: a radiant being possessed of limitless riches and power’. He remembered her ‘in a riding habit, fitting like a skin and often beautifully spotted with mud. She and my father hunted continually on their large horses; and sometimes there were great scares because one or the other did not come back for many hours after they were expected.’10 There are only two likely explanations for such absences, and had his parents’ been occasioned by accidents Winston would surely have mentioned it.

Winston’s description contains erotic overtones that compel consideration of the Oedipus complex, however unfashionable the notion may now have become. In Civilization and Its Discontents, published the same year as My Early Life, the founder of psychiatry, Sigmund Freud, argued that all culture, civility and law was the product of the resolution of the psychosexual dilemma through which a boy passes between the ages of three and six, in which he wishes to emulate the mythical character who unknowingly killed his father and became his mother’s lover. Freud’s theory, developed in a series of books and extended essays beginning in 1900, is that the child’s incestuous desire and concomitant murderous impulse make him feel guilty, and the result is the moral faculty called the superego. Freud believed the process was reprised in adolescence with regard to authority and could arise again when a parent died. Winston’s comfortable adult relationship with Jennie, which he described as being like brother and sister, does not conform to the theory; none the less his father did die at a crucial moment in his life, and Winston did adopt a patriarchal tone in his subsequent correspondence with Jennie, who went on to marry two men the same age as, or younger than, her older son.

Another reason why Winston’s adult character does not conform to the Oedipal pattern may be that as a child he, like most other children of his class, enjoyed the full-time attention of a mother surrogate in his nurse, Mrs Elizabeth Everest; her fond descriptions of Kent, her birthplace, gave him a burning desire to live there, an ambition finally realized when he bought his country home, Chartwell, in 1922. His pet name for her, which he continued to use until her death in 1895, was ‘Woomany’ or ‘Woom’, and one does not need to be a Freudian to observe that these are heavily weighted words. Winston wrote of Mrs Everest that she ‘looked after me and tended all my wants. It was to her I poured out all my troubles, both now and in my schooldays.’11 Perhaps not all of them: unmentioned in his memoirs was that he ceased to be an only child with the birth of his brother Jack in 1880, and that one of the reasons he was sent to boarding school was that he ‘teased’ the baby unmercifully.12 It appears that he continued to do so when he came home for the school holidays. Jennie confessed in a letter to her sister in December 1884 that he was so ill-behaved she ‘could not undertake to manage [him] without Everest – I am afraid even she can’t do it’. The focus of his bad behaviour emerges from the resentful letter he wrote on 21 January 1885, upon returning to school: ‘You must be happy without me, no screams from Jack or complaints. It must be heaven on earth.’13

It is clear from Winston’s schoolboy letters to both his parents that he was used to being the centre of attention and saw no reason why that state of affairs should not have continued indefinitely. His frankly whining demands for visits from his mother should be read bearing in mind that it was usual for boys at boarding school to see their parents only in the holidays, and not even then if the parents were posted overseas. Winston was begging for more than the normal attention a boy of his age and social standing had a right to expect in those days.14 This lack of restraint offended his very English father, and even his American mother thought some of his letters unmanly. Even so, 50 years later Winston was still petulant about being sent away to school:


I was also miserable at the idea of being left alone among all these strangers in this great, fierce, formidable place. After all I was only seven [in fact the usual age for boys to go to preparatory school], and I had been so happy in my nursery with all my toys. I had such wonderful toys: a real steam engine, a magic lantern, and a collection of soldiers already nearly a thousand strong. Now it was all to be lessons. Seven or eight hours of lessons every day except half-holidays, and football and cricket in addition.15



If homesickness was normal, what happened afterwards was not. From the very start Winston would do only what interested him, and for the next 11 years he successfully resisted pressure from schools and parents alike to change his ways. He would not be pushed, and could be led only in a direction that was agreeable to him. In part this may have stemmed from some slight learning disabilities: in My Early Life he describes being taught to read in the manner a Special Needs teacher might employ today. He also inherited from his father a speech impediment, the ‘s’ pronounced as ‘sh’ that stayed with him for life. In those days natural anomalies such as left-handedness were treated as correctable bad habits, and Winston’s orotund pronunciation probably developed in the repetitive elocution lessons he took in his teens. His description of how his teacher of English at Harrow brought the written language alive for him is also instructive:


He took a fairly long sentence and broke it up into its components by means of black, red, blue and green inks. … Each had its colour and its bracket. It was a kind of drill. We did it almost daily. As I remained in the [lowest class] three times as long as anyone else, I had three times as much of it. I learned it thoroughly. Thus I got into my bones the essential structure of the ordinary British sentence – which is a noble thing.16



Winston’s skill with the written word thus caught up with a precocious ability to marshal thoughts and speak them, a separate faculty which uses a different part of the brain. This talent was revealed in the deal he made with a sixth-former to compose English essays in exchange for the older pupil’s help with his own Latin translations. Forty-two years later he recalled: ‘I used to walk up and down the room dictating – just as I do now – and he sat in the corner and wrote it down longhand.’17 The two were nearly discovered when the headmaster, impressed by one essay, eagerly summoned the sixth-former for further discussion, only to conclude a disappointingly one-sided conversation with the words, ‘You seem to be better at written than at oral work.’ Had the headmaster but known it, the opposite was the case of the true author, whose written words stride from the page with the cadences of speech. The pupil with whom Winston struck the deal may have been his future fellow politician Leopold Amery, who was only a year older but a sixth-former when Winston entered the third form at Harrow in 1888.

Winston was always physically small, growing to only five feet six inches, and his body was so narrow in the chest that, after scraping through the written entrance examination to the Royal Military College at Sandhurst on the third attempt, he almost failed the physical. He had frequent, often severe chest infections and also suffered concussion and internal injuries on a number of occasions, although not because of the clumsiness usually associated with the accident-prone. On the contrary, he had phenomenally good hand-to-eye coordination, excelling at gymnastics at preparatory school and winning the public schools fencing championship in 1892. He was among the best polo players during his time in India and continued to play, despite a permanently damaged right shoulder, until he was 52. Nor can he be said to have been unlucky: rather the opposite, for anyone less blessed by fortune would surely have died on one of the occasions when his Olympian disregard for danger came into sharp contact with the law of averages.

Winston was a frustrated product of the public school system. ‘Public schools’ were so called because for centuries the seriously wealthy had often had their children privately educated by tutors, and public schools were a cheaper alternative, originally patronized principally by the middle classes. From the time the pioneering Thomas Arnold (the essayist Matthew’s father) was headmaster of Rugby, from 1828 to 1842, the public schools sought to inculcate team-playing, godliness, gentlemanly conduct and intellectual ability. Arnold brought mathematics and modern languages into the Rugby curriculum and grouped the boys into ‘forms’ – the word explicit as to their intention – but it was his innovative system of social control, based on the delegation of power to sixth-form prefects, that was most rapidly imitated by the other public schools.

In potent synergy with this transformation of secondary schooling, following the publication in 1853 of the Northcote-Trevelyan Report entitled The Organization of the Permanent Civil Service, the old system of patronage gave way grudgingly to recruitment and promotion on the basis of examinations, with a higher career track for university-educated clerks and a lower one for those with a good secondary education. While eminently successful in ensuring continuity and stability, the public schools and the new Civil Service expressed and reinforced a growing anti-commercial bias in the class previously defined by entrepreneurial activity, which, perhaps more than any other single factor, drained vitality from the British economy. 

Winston was always mildly contemptuous of the public school ethic, and in later life spoke of Britain as ‘a Laocoön strangled by old school ties’.18 No amount of ‘forming’ was going to turn him into a lawyer or a civil servant; he would not or could not be shaped to fit the specifications, confronting him with the choice of either accepting the system’s negative assessment of him or proving it wrong. There was no question which path he would take, and therein lies at least part of the explanation for his being for so long an anti-establishment figure, as well as one of the few British ministers who so frequently put the fear of God into his permanent officials.

Winston was unhappy at school. It was not that he was stupid, as a close examination of his reports confirms. At his preparatory school in Ascot the headmaster acknowledged that he was very good at history and geography. However, he was certainly one of the worst-behaved boys in the school and a nuisance to everybody. Beaten for stealing sugar from the pantry, he took the headmaster’s favourite straw hat and kicked it to bits, knowing very well that he would be flogged again. So it continued at Harrow, where he excelled in the few subjects that interested him. But the influence of school is often overstated. It cannot compete with or adequately substitute for family influence. Although the earliest years are definitive in anyone’s life, it is also important to have an adult relationship with one’s parents, merging into the role reversal that comes as they grow old and, with luck, can be loved as they are, not as totems of childish reverence or objects of adolescent rebellion. Winston was never granted this opportunity, and, as the following poignant passage in My Early Life  reveals, his father’s early death in 1895 engendered a lifelong sense of deprivation:


… if ever I began to show the slightest idea of comradeship, he was immediately offended; and when once I suggested that I might help his private secretary to write some letters, he froze me into stone. I know now that this would have been only a passing phase. Had he lived another four or five years, he could not have done without me.19



Alas, some of the last words Lord Randolph wrote to his son were withering. ‘Do not think’, he wrote in August 1893, ‘that I am going to take the trouble of writing you long letters after every folly & failure you commit & undergo. I shall not write again on these matters & you need not trouble to write any answer to this part of my letter, because I no longer attach the slightest weight to anything you may say about your own achievements & exploits.’20 When Winston accidentally dropped a valuable pocket watch given him by his father into the Wish Stream, which still runs through the grounds of Sandhurst, he first dived for it, though it was a chilly April, and then had the stream dragged. When that failed he hired 23 men from the infantry detachment, who dug a new course for the stream, and finally he ‘obtained the fire engine and pumped the pool dry and so obtained the watch’. Lord Randolph was not impressed, but Jennie immediately sent Winston £2 towards the £3 he had spent hiring men and engine. Fortunately his father soon recovered his temper, agreeing that ‘the rough work of Sandhurst’ was not suitable for such a fine watch and sending him a cheaper one. Historians (and I am no exception) are given to quoting the harsh passages of Lord Randolph’s letters to his son, but the one about the watch, like so many others, ended: ‘Ever your affte father Randolf SC’. There were also some encouraging signs. Winston, the butt of so many highly critical headmasters’ reports, actually did well at Sandhurst, probably because, for once in his life, he could see the point in what he was doing. His conduct was described as ‘good’ and, having passed in 92nd in a list of 102, he passed out a very creditable 20th in a class of 130. But Lord Randolph was now too sick to take any pleasure from this radical improvement, and he died before Winston was commissioned into the cavalry. He had already told his son that this was precisely what he was to put ‘out of your head altogether, at any rate during my lifetime’, because of the expense involved. Scarcely was Lord Randolph buried at Bladon near the Blenheim estate than Winston embarked upon just that course of action of which he knew his father had strenuously disapproved.

About 55 years later Winston wrote an account of a dreamlike conversation with the spirit of his father, as it emerged from a portrait he was restoring. He quoted Lord Randolph as saying, ‘I was never going to talk politics with a boy like you ever.’ The hallucinatory interview ended with another dismissive comment from the spirit, all the more revealing for the self-vindication in its studied irony:‘Of course you are too old now to think about such things, but when I hear you talk I really wonder you didn’t go into politics. You might have done a lot to help. You might even have made a name for yourself.’21 That Winston should have been literally haunted by the memory of his father over half a century after his death is of more than anecdotal significance. The death of Lord Randolph in Winston’s 21st year, the canonical age of manhood, and Winston’s subsequent adoption of a proprietary attitude towards his youthful, attractive and sexually active mother, can fairly be assumed to have been among the most important facts of his life, which would colour every subsequent action.22

Lord Randolph’s early death may also have marked his son in a more conscious but no less permanent way. Although his official biographer, Sir Martin Gilbert, reckons that he was not told the specifics at the time, Winston admitted later in life to believing the cause of his father’s bouts of dementia and ugly death to have been general paralysis of the insane, the euphemism employed at that time to describe the dreadful final phase of syphilis.23 Although this was the diagnosis of the specialist in charge of the case, syphilis is a highly contagious disease, which, had Lord Randolph suffered from it, would have manifested itself in his wife. That she did not develop the symptoms points to some other cause, probably a left-brain tumour.24

But Winston could not know this, and there appears to have been an abrupt change in his behaviour towards women at this time. Before, he had flirted and shown the usual interest, indeed on one occasion taking the lead in a ‘riot’ against the closure of a theatre where young bucks and ‘ladies of the Empire’ mingled.25 But after Lord Randolph’s death Winston’s attitude towards the opposite sex became hesitant and almost excruciatingly chaste. His abstention from amorous adventures and his late marriage (he was 34) may have had a common cause in his belief that his father had been destroyed by erotic indulgence. If so, the redirection of sexual energy, what he called ‘not wasting my essence in bed’, may have been the most significant element in the complex inheritance left to Winston by his unfortunate father.

The overt example set by Lord Randolph in life was also influential. After returning from Ireland, he joined other young Tories to attack not only Gladstone’s Liberal administration of 1880–5 but also their own comatose Conservative front bench. The rebels formed what came to be called the ‘Fourth Party’ (the other being the Irish Parliamentary Party) and in 1883 founded the Primrose League, which advocated a more populist conservatism to snatch the banners of social and political reform away from the Liberals. Elected chairman of the National Union of Conservative Associations in 1884, Lord Randolph resigned to avoid a split in the party; for the power and restraint he had demonstrated he was rewarded with the post of Secretary of State for India when Lord Salisbury formed a government after the 1885 elections.

Following further elections in 1886, Salisbury made Lord Randolph his Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons. Although Randolph showed tact and discretion in the House, he was never on good terms with all his Cabinet colleagues, and on 20 December 1886 he suddenly resigned, telling Salisbury that he could not concur with the naval and military demands made on the Treasury. He seems to have expected Salisbury to restore him to office on his own terms, but in fact the Prime Minister accepted the resignation and there was no outcry from the party faithful. That was the end of Lord Randolph’s political career, more a self-destructive shooting star than the blazing meteor portrayed in his son’s biography of him. Therein lies a tale, for although the book is generally regarded as a monument to filial loyalty, the political context of the time during which Winston wrote the two-volume Lord Randolph Churchill, published in 1906, suggests less straightforward motives. On 18 February 1901 he ended his maiden speech to the House of Commons with the words: ‘I cannot sit down without saying how very grateful I am for the kindness and patience with which the House has heard me, extended to me, I well know, not on my own account, but because of a certain splendid memory which many honourable members still preserve.’ This was nonsense: the sons of old members were always given a sympathetic hearing in what was still a gentlemen’s club. Winston was there on his own merits, if anything cursed by the comparisons that would inevitably be made between him and his father. Lord Randolph had been a far more naturally accomplished speaker, and by the time Winston entered the Commons many saw Lord Randolph’s truncated career, in particular the miscalculation which ended it, through the prism of the dementia into which he lapsed at the end of his life. The phrase ‘as undependable (or mad) as his father’ was shaped and ready to be applied to Winston’s words and actions. The son always sensed his father’s unhappy ghost. When he accepted the office of Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1924 Winston told the Prime Minister that he ‘should be proud to serve you in this splendid office’, adding:‘I still have my father’s robes as Chancellor.’ They had been kept, in tissue paper and camphor, for the past 30 years.

In Chapter Three I return to the matters of political substance that may have been involved, but by the time Winston published his father’s biography he had passed briskly through the ‘Fourth Party’ stage to an outright rupture with the Conservative Party, crossing the house to sit with the opposition Liberals on 31 May 1904. Embarking on a biography of his father was a useful way of establishing a personal relationship with men who had been colleagues of Lord Randolph in his prime, and also to remind the Tory grandees that some within their own party felt that their treatment of his father had been shabby. The biography is marked by a patent concern not to offend those still active in politics, resulting in a balanced account of his father’s career that did much to persuade doubters of Winston’s maturity. But, no less obviously, it served to blunt charges of opportunism arising from his change in party allegiance by presenting a filial and ideological justification for it.

There is one final indication of an unhealthy influence exercised over Winston by Lord Randolph – or rather by the threatening image of him formed by his son. Until 1895 Winston’s existence was a catalogue of illnesses. Some were life-threatening, such as a severe bout of pneumonia in March 1886 and, in January 1893, concussion and internal injuries after leaping from a bridge over a steep-sided valley at Alum Chine near Bournemouth during a game of tag with his brother Jack and a cousin, in the misplaced belief that he could grab a pine tree which would arrest his fall. But his schoolboy letters frequently complain of stomach pain and toothaches, often on the eve of examinations or other moments of stress, a tendency that continued through his time at the Royal Military College, Sandhurst. Although he remained mildly hypochondriac, the more obviously psychosomatic ailments disappeared when Lord Randolph died and Winston enjoyed generally good health until old age at last exacted a very belated price for a long life packed with alcohol, nicotine and cholesterol.

All of the factors considered so far may help us to understand Winston’s character, but they do not explain it. The drawback to any psychological interpretation of someone no longer alive to refute it is that it is all too easy, post hoc, to attribute adult character traits to childhood formation. We are more than the sum of our genetic inheritance and of the influence upon us of our families, our schools and the broader society in which we grow up. We begin to learn from our experiences very early, and all of us will have vivid mental snapshots of apparently insignificant events that have remained with us when more obvious milestones have disappeared into the bland verges of memory. We can know what those events may have been in other people’s lives if they volunteer the information, and in the case of Winston we are better served than most because after his father’s biography he dictated all his books, correcting rather than rewriting them in typed draft. Thus the rise and fall of intensity in the language employed in My Early Life is a firm indicator of the power of the memories he is evoking.

Many aspects of Winston’s behaviour around the time of his father’s death were unlovable, chief among them prevailing on his newly widowed mother to finance his full participation in the activities of his expensive cavalry regiment, the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars, entry into which Lord Randolph had strongly opposed because the family finances could not bear it. It is also shocking that after his old nurse Elizabeth Everest was dismissed by the dowager Duchess of Marlborough, with whom his parents were obliged to live because of their straitened circumstances, it did not occur to him to moderate his own financial demands in return for a small continuing payment to the woman he claimed to love so much. When, six months after Lord Randolph’s death, Mrs Everest developed peritonitis and died, Winston typically charged to his mother the cost of the wreath he bought – though in the period 1906–11, when his finances were more robust, he paid for the upkeep of flowers at her grave.26

I confess to a deep sense of sadness when my enquiry led me to a close study of the documents in the Companion to the first volume of Winston’s life, selected by his son Randolph. I defy anyone to like the young man who emerges from these letters, and most will find his unvarnished egomania and cynical exploitation of people who cared for him frankly detestable.27 My sadness was for his son, so like Winston in so many ways, obliged to let the documents say what he himself could not. With due allowance made for what seems to have been a delayed adolescence, Winston devoted himself to advancing his own interests with a single-mindedness one can only admire with a hindsight conditioned by knowledge that he went on to do great things. Randolph would have needed to be supernaturally dispassionate not to have wondered how his own life might have turned out if his mother had been as devoted to him as Jennie was to Winston after the death of Lord Randolph. Instead, Clemmie continued to direct her best energies to a man who lived on to overshadow his only son so completely that the latter could never be more than a footnote. Whatever the younger Randolph’s motives, he documented two episodes of behaviour so dishonourable that either might have curtailed Winston’s career before it was fairly launched.28

The commanding officer of the 4th Hussars was John Brabazon, a 52-year-old veteran of several colonial wars and hanger-on to the Prince of Wales, who modelled himself on Lord Cardigan of Charge of the Light Brigade fame. The regiment’s adjutant, and prime mover of the events that follow, was Captain Frederick de Moleyns. Some of the spiteful snobbery prevailing during Cardigan’s command of the 11th Hussars in the 1840s was to be found in the 4th in the 1890s. Not long before Winston was gazetted to the regiment a subaltern called George Hodge had been driven out by a campaign of harassment, which had included being dunked in a horse trough. In April, less than two months after joining, Winston himself played a prominent part in the ostracism of Alan Bruce-Pryce, another new second lieutenant, on the alleged grounds that with an allowance of ‘only’ £500 a year (Winston’s was £300) he was unfit to belong to a smart regiment, but really because de Moleyns had taken a dislike to him. Bruce-Pryce initially refused to leave, but after accepting an invitation to have a drink in the Sergeants’ Mess at New Year 1896, he was charged with ‘improperly associating with non-commissioned officers’. Faced with a court martial in which de Moleyns and the sergeant-major, who had tricked him, would have testified against him, Bruce-Pryce resigned.

The young man’s father, most imprudently for the successful barrister he was, wrote a complaint alleging the real reason for his son having been driven out was that he had rivalled Winston in shooting, fencing and riding while at Sandhurst, and ‘incidentally that he knew too much about Mr Churchill’, to wit ‘gross immorality of the Oscar Wilde type’.29 Served with a libel writ, he made an unreserved retraction and paid £400 damages. Winston had instructed that the money be given to charity, but his solicitor prevailed upon him to keep it. One doubts that he needed much persuading, given that he was constantly sliding into debt. The actionable words of the elder Bruce-Pryce no doubt echoed bitter comments made by his son, who clearly held Winston primarily responsible for what had happened to him.

Three weeks prior to informing Bruce-Pryce that he was not fit to serve in the 4th Hussars, Winston and his fellow subalterns had been involved in another murky affair, potentially far more damaging according to the rules of late Victorian society. The occasion was the annual Subalterns’ Cup, a race over fences that attracted the sporting fraternity, and it was won by a 6–1 outsider with the heavily backed favourite coming in second. Winston, riding a friend’s horse, came in third despite having promised his mother he would not race. Following an enquiry by the Stewards of the National Hunt, the race was declared null and void and all the horses involved were permanently banned from racing. Short of an outright accusation and consequent scandal, something from which the custodians of the Turf’s sanctity might flinch even today, the verdict could not have been more clearly expressed. The balance of evidence so strongly implicated the subalterns in collusion to ‘fix’ the race that the usual whitewash would not stick.

During 1896 the Radical MP and journalist Henry Labouchère blew the lid off these scandals in the tabloid Truth, and the Hodge and Bruce-Pryce cases were raised in the House of Commons on 19 June. Winston was by then in India, and when the 22 October edition of Truth reached him he wrote in haste to Jennie:


Mr Labouchère’s last article in Truth is really too hot for words. I fail to see any other course than legal action. He distinctly says that five of us – mentioning my name – were implicated in a ‘coup’ to obtain money by malpractice on the Turf. You must not allow this to go unchallenged as it would be fatal to any future in public life for me. Indeed I daresay I should be exposed to attacks even on the grounds of having helped to turn out Bruce. This racing matter is however more serious.30
 


What may we conclude from these events, so utterly out of character with the rest of Winston’s career, if entirely typical of the way Victorian society closed ranks in defence of its own members? In a biography uncompromisingly titled Churchill: An Unruly Life, Norman Rose convincingly argues that it was the result of a desire to be liked, to be accepted, something Winston had not known at school:


Three days after the Subalterns’ Challenge Cup, he could note that ‘Everybody in the regiment was awfully pleased at my riding. … It has done me a lot of good here and I think I may say I am popular with everybody.’ …The group of young blades with whom he associated set their own dubious standards. Churchill surrendered to them, hoping to break into their world.31



That year, 1895–6, was young Winston’s annus mirabilis. He began it a callow youth begging for money in order to buy ever more expensive toys, and ended it having put aside childish things. Among those ‘things’ were the regiment and the young men who had led him into actions that almost betrayed his destiny. Following the passage cited above, he completed his instructions to Jennie with the words: ‘Of course what you do must be done from my point of view alone and not with reference to the regiment – who have no ideas beyond soldiering and care nothing for the opinion of those who are not their friends.’32

He never ran with the pack again.
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